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SOCIOLOGY 
A THEORY OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
CLASS AND RELIGION 
ELINOR (LYNN) WEAVER 
Bethel College, St. Paul 
CLASS CONDITIONS, NEEDS, AND DRIVES 
For decades psychologists have concerned themselves with human 
personality, and the incentives or motivations behind the behavior 
which results in the search for socially approved satisfaction of physio-
logical and psychological drives or needs. The basic needs of man have 
been studied with some attempt at definition and grouping, but with 
little agreement as to their specific number, description, or classifica-
tion. This disagreement can be explained largely by the fact that 
physiologically and psychologically these drives are not basic but rela-
tive both in their existence and importance. 
Although men are basically similar physiologically and psychologi-
cally with respect to broadly defined needs, the sociologist questions 
the ·differential orientation of behavior in tlre satisfaction of these 
needs and desires. He finds the answer in the examination of the social 
stage, the process of environmental conditioning or socialization which 
defines and limits man's satisfaction of drives, pursuit of goals, and 
system of values. The inculcation of what is particularly accepted or 
sanctioned is dependent on his societal position in the institutional~ 
hierarchy of the sub-culture to which he belongs. The psychologist 
Morgan suggests this relationship. "The psychological and social en-
vironment for the development of personality is largely a matter of 
class. The kind of home or neighborhood in which one lives, the kind 
of work available and even the minimum necessities for satisfying 
basic needs all go along with social class. Even more important, the 
training and education of a child is largely a matter of class. The 
manners one learns in eating, the selection of playmates, choice of 
occupations, and one's educational goal are conditioned by the class 
in which he lives." (Morgan, 1956:309). 
Each then, approaches his religious experience with more than 
naked, universal needs; rather each has a specific set of socio-eco-
nomic determinants which causes his religious behavior and belief to 
differ significantly from another of unlike class position. 
The assumption is not made here that all biological needs are class-
conditioned and religiously expressed, but rather that overt behavioral 
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religious patterns are man's attempt at satisfaction within the sanc-
tions and norms of his particular subculture. As Malinowski said, 
"Not even the simplest need, nor yet the physiological functions most 
independent of environmental influences, can be regarded as com-
pletely unaffected by culture" (Malinowski, 1944:76). 
For example, the physiological need for food is basic to all, but de-
pendent for its satisfaction on cultural referents. "An Australian 
aborigine who had by mistake satisfied his hunger by eating his 
totemic animal, an orthodox Jew who, through a mishap, had eaten 
pork to satiety, and a Brahmin forced to eat the flesh of cow, would 
all develop physiological symptoms of a religious origin." ( 88). 
CLASS INFLUENCES GOALS AND VALVES 
Weber's statement that class consciousness affects what you buy 
and how you behave has initiated research and speculation as to the 
significance of class position as a determinant of goals and values. 
Shippey concludes that, "Social class fixes one's sense of values, 
standards of personal life, and relationship to organized religion. 
More than one realizes, it regulates value systems and levels of vo-
cational and familial aspiration." (1958:8). Limited by the value 
system of his particular subculture, man finds his religion must neces-
sarily be compatibly goal-directed and value-oriented with his socio-
economic outlook. Cronbach suggested that, "Typical children from 
lower class homes differ so much from those of the middle income 
class that the two groups are in a sense of growing up in different cul-
tures". (1954: 130). The struggle for existence in an economically 
insecure situation and personal contentment in a socially inferior po-
sition largely constitutes the goal-direction of the lower class. Religious 
values are attached to ·those churches which deny the existence of 
worldly woes, claim an in-group elite, and offer diversion from the bor-
ing mundane routine in emotional excitement and expression. 
Status-consciousness, intense individualism, and the concern with 
morality significantly determine the religious behavior of the middle 
class. As success is a mark of personal attainment, sin is a mark of 
personal failure. Anxiety about rising in the class hierarchy and fear 
of slipping provide the value system of the middle class with a basic 
framework. 
The idea that sophistication requires the inhibition of the overt ex-
pression of emotional sentiments in public conditions the formal, 
liturgical upper class worship service. Success as a legitimate goal and 
in some cases the outward sign of God's particular favor largely de-
termines the behavior patterns required. Wealth, usually inherited, is 
to be used philanthropically for the benefit of those who can not man-
age wealth. 
Religion then, motivates behavior favorable to class values and in 
so doing eliminates much social chaos. But granted that religion is a 
solidifying force in society helping to establish some systematic order, 
it is not completely functional. There are numerous instances where 
religious patterns, taboos, and restrictions conflict rather than har-
monize with the demands of other basic institutions. Feast days, Sab-
88 
PROCEEDINGS, VOLUME TWENTY-SEVEN, 1959 
baths, and mourning periods required by a particular religious code 
are not completely functional when weather conditions necessitate an 
immediate harvest. Sex prohibitions, prolonged abstinence after child-
birth, vows of chastity and celibacy are not particularly compatible 
with the sex drive. In contrast, anti-birth control restrictions are not 
functional in the light of economic limitations. Religious taboos on 
the quality, preparation, and quantity of food are hardly beneficial 
when millions starve rather than break religious proscriptions. How-
ever, in these instances, religion, though restricting actions considered 
desirable by another sphere of influence, is still functional if overpro-
duction, overpopulation, and overconsumption would result from con-
trary action. 
CLASS AFFECTS RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY 
Although political, economic, and social institutions within a society 
have their own identity, sphere of influence, and hierarchy of organi-
zation, they are inextricably interwoven. They overlap in the control 
of human action and interaction to the point that usually the same 
person holds a similar level· of position within the other two areas. 
(Chapple and Coon, 1942:438). In spite of their close relationship, 
class position determined by a single criterion is an oversimplification 
of this societal interrelationship of institutions. Whether established on 
the basis of individual appraisal, societal consensus, or objective in-
dices, the criterion which arrives at a politico-socio-economic posi-
tion is more realistic because it recognizes the complications of de-
termining class position. 
Because social esteem and political position are significantly in-
fluenced by economic wealth, economic factors seem to take pre-
cedence over social and political considerations as man attempts in 
his personal religion to justify his class position and meet his needs. 
it is this which enables us to draw a relationship between the economic 
and the religious, as Muelder said, "Religion is relevant to economic 
life because economic factors as means are only abstractions from the 
cultural whole and all aspects of the culture get their meaning from the 
dominant ideals and values of that culture." (1953:28). Knight Dun-
lap concluded that religion is most significantly influenced by eco-
nomic factors. (See Harriman, 1946:811). 
The influence of the economic is demonstrated in the parallel be-
tween the diversity of production and technology and the organization 
of diverse religious groups to meet the differential demands thus 
created. As one moves along a continuum from the societies of sub-
sistence cultures to the societies of the Western world, increasing di-
versity of religious organizations, practices, and beliefs within the 
same society is observed. 
Jacobs and Stern hold that in simple food-gathering and simple 
agricultural societies there are no social classes, "for they lack sig-
nificant economic stratifications of any kind" (194 7: 17 4). This 
statement is confirmed by the fact that productive resources are com-
munally rather than individually owned, with no economically sig-
nificant differences in wealth. Subsistence societies are nearly 
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homogeneous. In parallel, a single religious system of beliefs and 
practices is sufficient because all are concerned with similar goals and 
values. Since subsistence economies produce little in the way of 
economic surplus, there are only part-time religious practitioners. 
When agricultural methods are introduced to food-gathering econ-
omies a surplus results from increased and specialized production. As 
this surplus is differentially distributed and strategic resources are 
owned in unequal amounts, a class hierarchy begins to develop. 
Surplus above subsistence allows a full-time priesthood and the sup-
port of nobles, monarchs, and chiefs by serf-like forms of labor (Jacobs 
and Stern, 1947: 133). 
Moving to the opposite end of the continuum we find class sub-
cultures resulting from occupational specialization and advanced tech-
nological development, and giving rise to numerous religious groups. 
With the unequal <;listribution of societal rewards for goods and serv-
ices, develops a stratification of society into the haves, the have lesses, 
and the have nots. Personal religious experience occurs in contrast to 
a unified cultural system of gods and spirits serving society as a whole 
and a single set of practices and practitioners. 
There is support for Pope's conclusion that "the churches adapt 
neatly to class segregation," because the different lives of their members 
lead to the development of churches in which they. can feel perfectly 
at ease. (1942:70-72). 
CLASS INFLUENCES THEOLOGICAL DOGMA 
Man since his beginning has used a system of religious practices to 
explain where he has come from, why he is here, and where he is 
going. Religion has rationalized his advantageous or disadvantageous 
position within the socio-economic hierarchy. More than mere explan-
ation of the universe, the unpredictable, and the uncertain, religion 
has provided man with an orderly framework for the satisfaction of 
his needs and the achievement of his goals. His religion is more than 
characteristic of his class position, it is largely a result of it. Religious 
values provide the framework of sanctioned actions which help him to 
reduce uncertainty and anxiety when confronted with alternate choices 
of behavior. Religion gives human relationships meaning and coher-
ence, and provides an outlet for emotional pressure partly originating 
in class-conditioned status anxiety, inferiority, or guilt feelings. 
Finding answers to these uncertainties and questions in Chris-
tianity, men of every socio-economic position were able to accept its 
explanations and value-framework. However, eventually the differen-
tial class situations of new adherents significantly encouraged a multi-
plicity of religious groups to develop, the dogma of each seeming to 
conform to the class-orientation of its members. 
Even before, yet more frequently since Weber's Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism, social scientists and others have debated 
the effect of the rise of capitalism on the theological developments of 
the Protestant Reformation. Although there is not complete agree-
ment as to how much post-reformation theology and religious think-
ing was influenced by the necessity to meet the religious needs of a 
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new capitalist class, it is inconceivable that the compatibility of the 
two is mere chance. 
A rising bourgeoisie rationalized its increased involvement in 
worldly affairs by seeking complimentary and compatible religious 
principles. With a religious zeal and obligation they were free to pur-
sue the accumulation of goods and money. Weber pointed out "that 
as long as the bourgeois business man remained within the bounds of 
formal correctness, as long as his moral conduct was spotless and the 
use to which he put his wealth was not objectionable, he could pursue 
his business interests as a religious duty. (Weber, 1948:418). This 
dogma was in sharp contrast to the former asceticism which, "looked 
upon the pursuit of wealth as ari end in itself, as highly reprehensible," 
whereas post-reformation Protestantism considered "the fruit of labor 
in a calling, a sign of God's blessing." (Weber, 1948: 172) . 
. In contrast to the Calvinists who claimed material blessing a visible 
sign of God's favor and choice, were the Lutherans who claimed 
spiritual blessing resulted from fulfilling one's divine calling, honestly 
by hard work, without the greater temptation to sin which accom-
panied wealth and luxury. ( cf. Eastwood, 19 5 8: 3 3) . 
CLASS ORIENTED PROTESTANT CHURCHES 
The roots of class oriented churches of modern society go back at 
least to seventeenth century England where the Old Town Books of 
St. Martin's indicate that pews were privately owned and padlocked 
to discourage trespassers who could not afford rental fees. Concur-
rently the New England theocracies closely associated the political 
franchise and church membership and restricted both to a small mi-
nority. (Pope, 1948: 84). In Wilson's opinion, "The well established 
Protestant church offers a fascinating canvass for the study of class 
distinction. . . . The social connotation of the railroad tracks has its 
counterpartinthepew. (1945:418). 
According to Yinger, "each religious group emphasizes, rather than 
a balance of all the elements in Christianity, only those particular ele-
ments which serve to reinforce its claims, justify its position, or fulfill 
other needs of the individuals who compose it. Religious divisions in 
other words, have· secular correlates". (1946:29). Lenski demon-
strated the extreme of this view when he concluded that, "Denomina-
tional variations in religious interest are simply a function of the social 
status of the members of the group." (1953:542). Brown's study 
points out a case where the building of a neighborhood church was 
impossible when class antagonism kept two churches going. (1951: 
239). 
Some suggested explanations for the class composition and appeal 
of churches are: 
1. "The whole point of Christianity lies in the fact that it influences 
men's lives. Being a personal faith we approach it from differing 
perspectives and out of varied needs." (Bilheimer, 1952:8) 
2. Residential segregation accounts for most class-oriented churches 
since our neighborhoods are somewhat homogeneous in the 
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class composition and because most Americans attend churches 
near to their homes. 
3. Until society is class-integrated a person's business, recreational, 
residential, and thus his religious associations, will be members 
of his own class. 
However expressed, in each case the class position has influenced 
the man's religious preference in a distinct way. This class appeal is 
further supported by a study in which Wilson shows that "75% of 
the members received into full church membership during the last 
three years were first assimilated into some phase of organized social 
life in the institution." (1945: 420). · 
CLASS DISTRIBUTED POWER AND POSITION 
The preceding considerations have demonstrated that American 
Protestant denominations are generally class-oriented in their appeal, 
teaching, and values. A question is raised by the claims of some local 
churches that they have transcended the social order. However, the 
principle of class-oriented churches is upheld in that within these 
churches the officers and controlling boards most often come from the 
higher class positions, to such an extent that church policy reflects the 
goals and values of the economically advantaged. 
Evidence of class-distributed power usually eliminates the possi-
bility that a church is classless in appeal. In a study by Kaufman, 
church officers had noticeably higher educational and economic status 
than the total church membership. Over twice as high a proportion of 
officers as members had 12 years or more of schooling. 20% of the 
officers and only 11 % of the members had annual incomes over $2,-
500. (Kaufman, 1949: 32). Richardson and Bauder also found that 
the number of memberships and number of offices varied directly with 
socio-economic score; those with the highest socio-economic rating 
held twice as many memberships and offices. ( 194 7: 26) . 
The desire of the church to choose leaders who will give the church 
community prestige and such personal qualifications as available 
leisure time; training in procedure and finance; professional, technical, 
and verbal skills; and professional and business contacts further em-
phasize the statement that power is class-distributed. Even in 
churches where the membership is relatively homogeneous, positions 
of leadership delineate intraclass differences. 
SUMMARY: 
A. A class hierarchy exists in Western industrial societies chiefly be-
cause there is differentiation and inequality in the possession and 
control of social prestige, political position, and most significantly, 
economic goods. 
B. American society may be viewed as divided into three general 
classes-upper, middle, and lower-neither of which is absolutely 
exclusive, completely homogeneous, or permanently defined, but 
which demonstrates a recognizable cleavage of similar patterns of 
behavior, stations in life, and esteem in society. 
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C. A unidimensional criterion of class membership ( education, oc-
cupation, income) although in itself a significant factor is an un-
realistic oversimplification of political, social, and economic in-
stitutional interrelationships and the overlap of their influence and 
control of behavior. However, because economic considerations are 
often basic to social and political position, they are considered 
most relevant to this study. 
D. Religion, as it gives order and explanation to life, is influenced 
by man's attempt to rationalize his position in the class hierarchy. 
E. The following areas of consideration give support to the theory 
that class position is a chief determinant of religious preference. 
1. Class position influences and in part determines scope 
of needs and direction of drives. 
2. Goal and value orientation which define accepted 
patterns of satisfaction are conditioned by class mem-
bership. 
3. A consequence of the economic diversity of produc-
tion and technology is the development of intracul-
tural religious groups to meet the diversity of needs 
and goals. 
4. Socio-economic considerations have an impact on 
theological dogma and religious belief. 
5. Within American Protestantism the striking appeal of 
a certain church to a single class is the result of the 
exclusiveness of its class-orientation. 
6. Where a local church claims to have transcended the 
class order, power and position within the church are 
generally distributed among those of higher class po-
sition. 
F. The theory and conclusions of this analysis of the relationship 
between class and religion in modern society are supported by the 
well known findings of Weber, Troeltsch, Niebuhr, and Pope. 
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